How much weight women gain during pregnancy, and their weight at conception, can affect their health and that of their babies.
I n the past two decades, many changes have occurred in the health of women of childbearing age. This population now includes a higher proportion of women representing diverse ethnic and racial subgroups. Also, the prevalence of overweight and obesity has increased among American women of childbearing age. In population subgroups that are at risk for poor maternal and child health outcomes, the prevalence of overweight and obesity is particularly problematic. Finally, American women are becoming pregnant at an older age and therefore may also have a wide variety of chronic health conditions (e.g., diabetes and hypertension) that place them at risk for complications during and after pregnancy (lnstitute of Medicine [10M], 2(09).
An expert committee was convened to review the 1990 10M recommendations for weight gain during pregnancy to determine the need for revised gestational weight gain guidelines. The committee reviewed evidence on relationships between weight gain patterns before, during, and after pregnancy and maternal and child health outcomes. Additionally, the committee considered factors associated with outcomes (e.g., lactation performance, postpartum weight retention, and cardiovascular and other chronic diseases) within a life-stage framework and recommended revisions to existing guidelines.
The recently released report from the 10M and the National Research Council points to accumulating scientific evidence that how much weight The author discloses that she has no significant financial interests in any product or class of products discussed directly or indirectly in this activity. including research support. doi:10.3928/08910162-20091124-04 532 women gain during pregnancy, and their weight at conception, can affect their health and that of their babies. The report recommends new guidelines for weight gain during pregnancy for American women. (The guidelines are intended for American women. Although they may be applicable to women in other developed countries, they are not intended for use in areas of the world where adequate obstetric services are not available or where women are substantially thinner or shorter than American women.) These guidelines address the delicate balance between the risks and the benefits associated with pregnancy weight change. The report calls for increased diet and exercise counseling and programs to help women attain a normal body mass index (BMI) before becoming pregnant. The report further notes that the best way to minimize risks includes beginning the pregnancy with a normal BMI and weight gain within the recommended levels during gestation (10M, 2(09).
The new guidelines reflect changing U.S. demographics, particularly the increased number of Americans who are overweight or obese. According to the new guidelines, healthy American women at a normal weight for their height (BMI = 18.5 to 24.9) should gain 25 to 35 pounds during pregnancy.
Underweight women (BMI < 18.5) should gain more, 28 to 40 pounds, and overweight women (BM! = 25 to 29.9) should gain less, 15 to 25 pounds. The report also specifies a new range for obese women (BMI > 30) that limits their gain to II to 20 pounds (10M, 2009).
Although acknowledging that healthy babies are born to women across the spectrum of gestational weight changes and that many factors beyond maternal weight gain affect outcomes, the report points to research that consistently demonstrates lower health risks for mother and child when gestational weight gain is within the recommended guidelines (laM, 2009) .
Potential maternal consequences of excess gestational weight gain include increased risk for cesarean section and postpartum weight retention. Potential consequences for the offspring include increased risk for preterm birth or larger than normal birth weight. Each of these consequences increases the odds of subsequent health problems (e.g., heart disease and diabetes in the case of extra weight and impaired development in the case of premature birth). Insufficient gestational weight gain increases the risk for stunted fetal growth and preterm delivery and may be associated with poorer neurodevelopmental outcomes (laM, 2009) .
Although the 10M report (2009) focuses on weight changes during pregnancy, it also notes that women's weight at conception affects infants and mothers, too. Because approximately two thirds of American women of childbearing age are overweight or obese, the committee recommended that women aim to conceive while at a normal BMI and gain weight within the guidelines during pregnancy to minimize the risks.
Occupational health nurses can reach overweight or obese women of childbearing age with health promotion activities involving diet and exercise counseling well before these women plan to conceive so that they can begin pregnancy closer to or at a normal BMI. Occupational health nurses can use these gestational weight gain guidelines in workplace health promotion efforts to promote the best possible outcomes for women and their children.
